Abstract -Tourism industry, in general, and rural tourism specifically is often promoted as a go-to solution to the various problems that rural regions and communities are currently facing. In Slovakia, several policies have been formulated and implemented in order to harness this potential in reality. The main aim of this contribution is to (via an in-depth case study of a tourism cluster in Liptov region in Slovakia) find out the current state of the policy instruments being implemented to promote the development of rural tourism as well as barriers that hinder the effectiveness of said instruments. By means of questionnaire survey and interviews with relevant stakeholders (accommodation providers, representatives of local self-government and support organizations at the local and regional level) we identified both financial and institutional hurdles, but also a difference in opinions of different actors concerned.
Introduction
According to the Tourism Development Strategy of the Slovak Republic up to 2020 (Ministry of Transport and Construction, 2013) , "tourism is an economic activity that in the EU is capable to generate growth and employment and contributes to economic and social development and integration, especially in rural and mountain areas, coastal regions and islands, peripheral and very remote regions. ". The tourism sector in Europe includes around 1.8 million mainly small and mediumsized enterprises employing around 5.2% of the total workforce. The Government of the Slovak Republic set an objective for the period up to 2020, to create conditions in rural regions for comprehensive support of rural tourism and agro-tourism development, including building infrastructure, missing institutions, information and reservation system and promotion of marketing in tourism. The emergence of rural tourism, as one of the tourism forms, according to UNWTO (2007) , was mainly influenced by the industrialization and urbanization that caused a need of urban population to compensate the lack of recreational space. Another factor influencing the development of rural tourism was the growth of population mobility (Vaisová, 2008) . According to Macha (1993) , changes in market economy principles and the search for new opportunities for the valuation of agricultural products also affected the development of rural tourism. Galvasová (2008a) defines basic factors influencing the development of tourism (rural tourism) as natural, cultural-historical and socio-economic factors. Within socio-economic factors, she includes demographic, urbanization, economic, socio-cultural and socio-political conditions. Natural factors such as relief, climatic conditions, water, flora, and fauna are considered to be the decisive localizing factors of rural tourism (Toušek, Kunc, Vystoupil, 2008) . Cultural-historical factors include cultural-historical monuments, cultural facilities and cultural programs (Michalík, Lenovský et al., 2014) . According to Medvecká (2006) , this category encompasses, in particular, the cultural heritage and collection fund of museums and galleries, as well as various cultural facilities and live cultural events, whether professional artistic productions or folk culture. Traditional meals can be counted as one of the heritage features (Bessiére, 2008) as well as traditional architecture (Kurpaš and Zima, 2012) . Other factors that support the development of rural tourism were characterized by Irshad (2010) ; including accessibility, in terms of removing economic and political barriers and infrastructure development that has improved the accessibility of rural areas. Instruments in the context of development can be defined as all means that help to achieve development goals of the territory. Binek et al. (2009) define two main groups of development tools: financial and non-financial. Based on the definition of rural development tools and tourism development tools given by several authors (Wokoun and Mates, 2006; Binek et al., 2009; Hudec, 2009; Jarábková, 2010; Maier and Tödtling, 1998 we can conceptualize the basic structure of rural tourism support tools as follows (Tab.1): 2006; Binek et al., 2009; Hudec, 2009; Jarábková, 2007; Maier and Tödtling, 1998 Financial tools that can support the development of rural tourism are implemented by various entities. One of the most important financial tools used mainly by tourism enterprises, but also by municipalities and the non-profit sector is the financial support through subsidies. Financial subsidies are drawn not only from European Union funds (e.g. European Social Fund, European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development, European Regional Development Fund) but also through financial mechanisms from other countries (Norwegian and Swiss financial mechanism), national budget, and regional selfgovernment budget. An example is the Nitra Selfgoverning Region, which in the framework of sustainability of the project "Certification of Accommodation Facilities in the Countryside" has earmarked € 12,000 from the budget for the year 2016, supporting mainly marketing activities of specific accommodation facilities (Nitra Self-governing Region, 2016). Collection of tax on accommodation that is paid by visitors for accommodation services through operators of these facilities is also a very often used allocation tool for certain financial resources (at the local level). The government may also use various tax concessions for operators of accommodation facilities, such as in Poland, where farmers do not have to pay income tax from their diversified activities towards agro-tourism if they provide accommodation with a bed capacity of fewer than 10 beds. However, in Slovakia, this form of tax concession does not work.
Many non-financial tools are used to support the development of rural tourism, including a wide range of tools such as administrative, programming/conceptual, legislative, institutional, infrastructure or information tools. Administrative tools are various bans, orders, limitations and rules, such as standards (Výrostová, 2010) . Examples of standards can include the ones formulated by the organization Eurogites that has set up rules for member organizations regarding equipment of accommodation facilities, services provided, and security measures. The aim of these standards is unification and transparency of services on the international market. In almost every country we find an example of introducing some form of standards; the overall goal is through comparing individual facilities to improve their quality by introducing various support activities such as education in the area of services, product development or business economics. Programming/conceptual tools include the design of strategic, conceptual and programming documents. At the national level, these include mainly Tourism Development Strategy up to 2020, Regionalization of Tourism in the Slovak Republic, Marketing Strategy of the Slovak Tourism Agency 2014-2020, but also the Rural Development Program 2014-2020 (Gúčik, 2010 (Gúčik, , rev. 2017 . At the regional level, these tools are represented, in particular, by programs of economic and social development, as well as tourism marketing strategies, which are mostly prepared by regional tourism organizations. The development program of the municipality, the marketing strategy of municipal development and the tourism development strategy are the most common documents created at the local level, comprising strategic planning including setting targets and tools for rural tourism development. Binek et al. (2007) also add to these documents the land-use and landscaping planning documents. However, all of the above-mentioned documents require the involvement of stakeholder groups so that individual measures are specific enough and, in more importantly, achievable. Other important tools for supporting rural tourism are legislative instruments, for example, laws, decrees or generally binding regulations. In the case of the Slovak Republic, Act No. 91/2010 Coll. on promoting tourism is important; it has set the conditions for institutionalization and cooperation of actors at the local and regional level. The law also addresses the issue of funding entities at the regional level. In the institutional tools applied in Slovakia, we can also include the creation of regional and territorial tourism organizations, bringing together different entities (local self-government, business entities, and interest associations) and ensuring their coordination. In other countries, various support organizations are established that provide connection of tourism entities with research organizations, consulting for entrepreneurs, and ensure joint marketing of the tourist destination (Gúčik, 2012) . Following the definition of institutional tools and the need for an integrated approach, it is important to define the concept of cooperation between tourism entities. This concept is associated by several authors (Jamal and Getz, 1995; Himmelman, 1996; Kučerová, 1999; Wang and Krakover, 2008; Michálková, 2010 ) with concepts such as networking, coordination or partnership. Collaboration at the destination of tourism represents the interaction of legally and economically independent entities involved in product development and tourism development in order to achieve common goals and synergy effect (Maráková, Gajdošík, 2013) . Tourism entities are motivated to cooperate with other entities in different ways (such as simplifying the introduction of innovation, improving marketing, obtaining financial support, exchanging information, consulting, education, sharing administrative costs, restoring cultural and historical heritage, developing strategies and concepts of tourism development, etc.). Cooperation in the development of tourism is manifested in various ways and forms of cooperation. Palenčíková (2010) argues that the content of the cooperation of tourism entities in the public and private sector is diverse and depends on the structure of the tourism product and relevant stakeholders. Infrastructure support tools (as described in Jovanović and Ilić, 2016) for rural tourism include the construction and reconstruction of technical and civil infrastructure (road network, waste management, connection to water, gas, electricity and the operation of civic amenities). Information tools include areas such as education, consulting, communication and marketing. These are mostly low-cost tools that are used at all management levels and by all entities involved in the development of the relevant sector. As García et al. (2012) point out, another example may be the creation of a specific brand characteristic for the territory/destination of tourism (e.g. the Region of Liptov) or form of tourism (e.g. Nitra self-governing region -certified rural accommodation). The problem of setting up rural tourism support tools is the use of a top-down approach (Plzáková, Studnička, 2013) , while most of these tools are applied at lower levels of management. It should be pointed out, that it is problematic to set up tools that could be widely used, because the territories, their management, but also the entities operating in these territories are often diametrically different. At the same time, individual tools should complement each other in order to achieve set objectives. Galvasová et al. (2008b) add that the creators of individual tools should distinguish between internal and external ways of fostering development, taking into account what can be applied by development actors in the given region themselves and what should be applied from the external environment. Other barrier that may negatively affect the ability to use the potential of tourism (at different levels), is the insufficient level of different forms of tourism support. In addition to the already mentioned barriers, passivity and unwillingness to cooperate, whether on the part of general public or entrepreneurs plays a role and it is often cause by lack of information (Paimin et al., 2014) . Petrychenko and Melnyk (2013) also add the political and economic instability of the country, a factor which is not very significant in Slovakia. The aim of the paper is to identify attitudes and needs of the entities of the rural tourism industry in connection to selected support mechanisms as well as to identify barriers to the development of tourism industry from the point of view of different stakeholders.
Materials and methods
The research methodology is based on the application of a questionnaire survey and a semi-structured interview with relevant stakeholders. In the framework of evaluation of the obtained primary data, we have focused on the analysis of contrast in responses of various stakeholder groups. Such approach generates relevant results in the context of potential application in practice in an effort to reconcile the attitudes of individual stakeholders. As part of the research in the selected region (the Tourism region of Liptov), we have administered the questionnaire to the 31 entities from public, private and non-profit sectors that are involved in the development of rural tourism. We redistributed them into three groups: municipalities, accommodation and catering facilites and tourism support organizations. We have focused on municipalities located within the Žilina self-governing region in districts Liptovský Mikuláš and Ružomberok (total of 10 municipalities: Bešeňová, Dúbrava, Galovany, Gôtovany, Ivachnová, Liptovská Štiavnica, Liptovské Sliače, Liptovský Trnovec, Partizánska Ľupča, and Štiavnička). Accommodation and catering companies were represented by business entities whose main economic activity is the operation of tourist and other short-term accommodation and accommodation in hostels and other temporary accommodation. Other respondents were the representatives of Žilina Self-governing Region, the Regional Tourism Organization "Žilina Tourist Region", the Local Action Group "Stredný Liptov", the Civic Association InfoLiptov and the Tourism Civic Association of Liptovský Trnovec. Representatives of municipalities have evaluated the tools that the municipality uses to support rural tourism and the importance of individual tools. Operators and support organizations (such as civic associations, regional tourism organizations) have evaluated the tools used by municipality in which territory they are located as well as the importance (on a scale of 1 to 5) of these individual tools depending on how they influence or would influence their business in rural tourism or the overall development of rural tourism. The size of the research sample was determined on the basis of information saturation; i.e. we stopped addressing other respondents when the answers started to repeat. Table 2 provides a mirror image of the use and perception of tools used to support rural tourism and points to the intensity of use of tools by individual municipalities. Up to 90% of municipal representatives have confirmed that they use strategic documents and planning in the field of rural tourism as one of the tools for developing rural tourism. According to current legislation, the Municipal Development Program is the strategic document that municipalities should use to plan their strategic priorities in the field of tourism development. The survey showed that most municipalities have updated Municipal Development Program, mainly because of the interest in drawing financial support from the Structural Funds. However, on the basis of interviews, we can say that many municipal representatives would not prepare this strategic document if it was not a prerequisite for obtaining financial support from public sources, quoting one of the municipal representatives: "Why would I need such a document, I do not need control". On the other hand, only about 67% of respondents from accommodation facilities and support organizations know that such documents exist and define priorities for rural tourism. From the municipalities in which we conducted interviews, only some of them had developed another, more specific strategic document, e.g. Rural Tourism Development Strategy. In the opinion of mayors, this is mainly due to the lack of emphasis on rural tourism development and they think that operators of accommodation facilities should be the main developers. Other tools that, according to the theoretical background, should positively influence the development of rural tourism are consulting and education in the field of rural tourism. However, only 40% of municipalities provide consulting in this area, particularly in utilising EU funds.
Results
However, almost 67% of support organizations provide education, not only in the field of obtaining financial resources but also in marketing (e.g. web site creation, preparation of press releases). Representatives of local government and support organizations said they do not provide any education in rural tourism because of low demand and lack of trust from entrepreneurs, as confirmed by words of one of the accommodation facilities operators: "You cannot believe anything that you do not find out yourself". In the case of connecting different organizations and individuals active in rural tourism at local or on other levels, the respondents expressed their positive opinion, particularly regarding the civic associations (in this case, however, the municipality was not the initiator) or the creation of a local action group. However, with regard to the creation of local action groups it should be noted that, in some cases, mayors of municipalities were not initiators, rather the initiators were representatives of paying or development agencies. It follows that the awareness of some municipal representatives about the functioning of such partnerships is low. None of the respondents, whether from local self-government or supporting organizations, mentioned that they collect statistical data analysing capacity, the performance of businesses or traffic in these facilities in the municipality. However, 20% of accommodation facilities operators have confirmed, they are reporting the number of visitors through the collection of accommodation tax. Municipalities should then report annual summaries of the number of visitors to the relevant statistical office. Research in the field of rural tourism is not performed by any of the monitored municipalities or by support organizations, although 20% of operators said they think the municipality is using this tool. Representatives of municipalities agreed that research on the development of rural tourism, or generally tourism, should be carried out by research institutions, not only based on research orders by the central government but also based on the demand of self-governing regions or municipalities. 50% of municipalities support rural tourism through joint marketing activities -especially through municipal websites where municipalities publish a list and contact information of accommodation facilities located in the municipal territory (registered accommodation facilities). To other marketing tools, representatives of municipalities also included the marking of various tourist attractions in the municipality and the creation of promotional materials. Support organizations use similar marketing tools as municipalities, but because of their relatively higher marketing budget, they are often more innovative. One of the most used tools for the development of rural tourism by municipalities is construction, reconstruction, and maintenance of infrastructure associated with tourism, which representatives of municipalities consider to be a general development tool for the municipality (e.g. sewerage, water supply, road network, etc.). Only bicycle routes are specific to the tourism sector. A key issue in the development of rural tourism is also the financial support that most municipalities do not provide, which was justified by the mayors stating that it would be a direct support of private entities.
Another factor is the limitation of budgets of rural municipalities through shared taxes, amount of which are derived from the number of inhabitants. In rural municipalities, these financial resources usually do not cover expenditures associated with the basic functioning of the municipality. Alternatively, they allocate funds to organize various social events attracting visitors to the municipality. It should be noted that only 20% of municipalities are actively involved in the preparation of legislation affecting the development of tourism, in particular through the ATMS (Association of Towns and Municipalities of Slovakia) or when the mayor of the municipality is also a representative of the higher territorial unit. Nearly 10% of all interviewed subjects agreed that tourism information center should be operated by a territorial or regional tourism organization that could promote not only the municipality in which the center would be located but the entire region, and thereby create a specific tourism product. Comparing the importance (Fig. 1 ) of various rural tourism development tools between local selfgovernment and accommodation facilities operators, the greatest identified differences regarded opinions towards tools such as the provision of education, marketing of tourism, infrastructure development associated with tourism, financial support for the development of tourism and operation of the tourist information center. Representatives of individual municipalities perceive these tools several as times more important than operators of accommodation facilities. Both sides observed agree on the low importance of statistical data collection and active participation in the preparation of legislation affecting the development of rural tourism. We must mention that entities do not take the context of individual tools into consideration, as without the collection of statistical data it is not possible to properly prepare strategic documents and legislation that would reflect real needs. The greatest differences in the perceived importance of individual tools for local self-government and support organizations can be observed (Fig. 2) in financial support for the development of rural tourism. Local government does not attach great importance to this tool (mainly due to a lack of financial resources), while the support organizations identified it as one of the most important. We can state that views on the importance of individual tools in local self-government and support organizations differ significantly, except tools such as statistical data collection and operation of tourism facilities (museums, galleries and other), the importance of which both groups of stakeholders judged as average. The figure shows that supporting organizations attach much more importance to almost all support tools and mechanisms than the representatives of local selfgovernment in the monitored territory. On the one hand, the difference in attitudes can be interpreted by different missions of these two types of stakeholders. While support organizations are established solely for the purpose of implementing support mechanisms in the tourism industry in the area concerned, the competences of local self-government are much wider and its mission is to ensure the overall development of the municipal territory. However, due to the key position of tourism industry in the region and its economic base, identified differences in attitudes (not only in comparison to support organizations but also to accommodation providers) may point to the underestimation of the importance of this industry and consequently to the underestimation of the support mechanisms which they have at disposal and which could contribute to a higher competitiveness of the local economy. When comparing the importance of individual rural tourism development tools between accommodation facilities operators and support organizations (Figure 3) , the highest consensus is reached. The biggest difference can be observed regarding the tool "Active participation in the preparation of legislation affecting rural tourism". We must state that the operators of accommodation facilities do not attach great importance to certain support tools, which is reflected in their apathetic attitude, best described by quoting one of the respondents: "what we don´t do ourselves, we don´t have, no one will give us anything for free and we cannot rely on anyone." Compared to accommodation providers, support organizations attach, in addition to the above-mentioned ones, relatively higher importance to the creation of strategic documents, partnerships, cooperation and financial support of the industry. According to the statements of individual accommodation providers, partnerships and networks operating in the field of tourism are only useful for certain businesses (especially the larger ones). On the other hand, in comparison with the opinion of support organizations, accommodation facilities would as a supportive tool welcome the operation of tourist information centers and other tourism facilities. Source: own elaboration based on the results of primary research By using structured interviews among respondents, we analyse how they perceive barriers (Table 3) to the development of rural tourism. As the biggest barrier to development, respondents identified bureaucracy, particularly in obtaining financial resources. Up to 68% of all respondents also identified corruption as an obstacle to the development of rural tourism. However, they refused to specify the context regarding this problem. The passivity of citizens and businesses to public affairs in monitored municipalities was confirmed not only by municipality representatives but also by operators of accommodation facilities, who stated that they do not have time and capacities to actively participate in public-service events. This barrier could be removed if both sides realize the mutual benefits of cooperation. 70% of municipal representatives said that they consider the unavailability of financial resources as a barrier to development, but the majority later corrected this statement to the difficulty of obtaining these funds through various Structural Funds or other grant schemes.
As for the supporting organizations, only half of them sees the unavailability of financial resources as a barrier to development, which is confirmed by the statement of one of the respondents: "there are a lot of financial opportunities, it is only necessary to know how to obtain them". Half of all respondents highlighted existing problems with collecting tax on accommodation, however, the nature of these problems varies depending on the group of entities. While municipalities mention problems with the control of registered and unregistered accommodation facilities and the number of their visitors, several accommodation facilities operators have stated that the collected funds should be primarily reinvested in the development of tourism in the territory concerned, which according to them is not happening right now. A minor barrier is the lack of accommodation facilities, but more than half of respondents (mostly municipalities and private sector entities) report the number of catering facilities as inadequate. Approximately half of respondents are not satisfied with the level of technical infrastructure, but also with the level of educational, consulting and information activities. Accommodation providers point out the need for more innovative promotion tools from local self-government and support organizations, not just in form of web pages and newsletters. This attitude was also reflected in their considerably more critical evaluation of marketing activities.
We have also examined the importance of individual barriers for different entities. We can state that local selfgovernment representatives have evaluated individual barriers to the development of rural tourism much less critically than operators of accommodation facilities (Fig.  4) . The greatest barrier to operators of accommodation facilities are marketing activities of the municipality, where their facilities are located, or in general, activities supporting the development of tourism. Within these two selected development barriers, we can observe a big difference between the importance of barriers to local self-government, whose leaders do not think that their use of marketing tools is insufficient and accommodation providers' opinion. The largest consistency of responses has occurred within the following barriers: citizens' passivity and corruption. Differences similar to the previous comparison have also occurred between local self-government and support organizations (Fig. 5 ). Their views are diametrically different, especially in terms of the lack of, or poor condition of technical and social infrastructure and marketing activities as barriers to the development of rural tourism. The smallest variability of responses was in case of the availability of financial resources as a development barrier, where the entities consider this barrier as quite serious. The greatest consensus of answers between accommodation facilities operators and support organizations (Fig. 6 ) was in case of comparing the importance of individual barriers to the development of rural tourism. However, their views differ in the lack of catering facilities and insufficient collection of tax on accommodation which, as we have already mentioned, is also linked to the problem of unregistered accommodation facilities. Both groups of stakeholders agreed that lack of accommodation facilities is not a barrier to the development of rural tourism.
Conclusion
The purpose of rural tourism support predominantly lies in addressing the problems of rural municipalities and rural regions, arising from changes in the position of agriculture in the rural area, which is accompanied by a decline in employment in this sector. In the context of other problems of rural municipalities and regions, such as insufficient infrastructure, fragmented settlement structure and related low potential of labor and sales market, this change causes depopulation of a large part of rural municipalities and weakening of their economic base by increasing dependence on urban economy. In this context, support for rural tourism seeks to find alternative sources of income and employment. Based on structured interviews, we can identify the individual needs of entities operating at the local and regional level. Business entities operating in the field of rural tourism identified several needs that affect the development of their businesses and, in general, rural tourism industry. They highlight, in particular, the development of cooperation with entities operating not only within the municipality in which they are located but also with entities from outside which would provide better information and consulting services availability. As the most important need, private sector entities have identified the development of marketing activities, which affects primarily the demand side of the market. Based on this, we would propose to adjust the focus of tourism support policies from supply-oriented to demandoriented, which would also help increase the accommodation capacity utilization.
Respondents identified bureaucracy as the greatest barrier to the development of rural tourism, in particular the complexity and volume of procedural steps required of the private sector entities in Slovakia. On the other hand, respondents do not perceive the lack of accommodation facilities as a barrier to rural tourism development, which again highlights the problem of supply-oriented policy and the need to focus on increasing the capacity utilization of these facilities by supporting demand. The most important tools for supporting rural tourism are those that support the cooperation of individual entities, through which the flow of information, consulting, education and especially the creation of the comprehensive regional product is ensured.
Figure 4
Comparison of the importance of selected rural tourism development barriers to local self-government representatives and accommodation providers (source: own elaboration based on the results of primary research).
Figure 5
Comparison of the importance of selected rural tourism development barriers to local self-government representatives and support organizations (source: own elaboration based on the results of primary research).
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Figure 6
Comparison of the importance of selected rural tourism development barriers to accommodation providers and support organizations (source: own elaboration based on the results of primary research).
